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Probable cause to search a vehicle is established if, under the totality of the circumstances, there is a fair probability 
that the vehicle contains contraband or evidence. 


Probable cause to search a vehicle is established if, under the totality of the circumstances,' there is a fair probability that the 
vehicle contains contraband or evidence.’ The probable cause determination must be made on a case-by-case basis.* The facts 
and circumstances upon which a finding of probable cause to conduct a warrantless search of a vehicle is based include the 
sum total and the synthesis of what the police officer has heard, what the officer knows, and what the officer observes as a 
trained officer.‘ Police officers may draw inferences based on their own experience in deciding whether probable cause exists 
for a warrantless search of an automobile.° 


Probable cause to believe that an automobile contains contraband or evidence of a crime can be based on the discovery of 
contraband on the driver’s person during a search incident to arrest,° a canine alert,’ evidence of a hidden compartment in the 
vehicle, or a credible tip from an informant.’ As with a home search, probable cause exists for a warrantless search of a 


vehicle when the facts and circumstances that the police have reasonably trustworthy information about are sufficient to 
warrant a reasonably cautious person in believing that evidence of a crime will be found. !° 
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Because probable cause, as would support warrantless search of a vehicle under automobile exception to warrant 
requirement, is a practical and common-sensical standard, an officer may draw inferences based on his own experience to 
determine whether probable cause exists. U.S. Const. Amend. 4. Cronin v. Peterson, 982 F.3d 1187 (8th Cir. 2020). 


Information obtained after initial traffic stop of defendant under investigation for drug trafficking provided probable cause for 
warrantless search of car, including the trunk; text messages intercepted at same time the stop was being conducted, that were 
sent to known drug buyers, confirmed that suspected drug deal between defendant and a known dealer did in fact happen and 
that there would be evidence of criminal activity in the case, officer’s protective sweep of car after the stop located a large 
sum of money, and a drug dog alerted to trunk of the car and to waistband and pocket of defendant’s pants. U.S.C.A. Const. 
Amend. 4. United States v. Mott-Frye, 251 F. Supp. 3d 310 (D. Mass. 2017). 


Police officers had probable cause to conduct warrantless search of defendant’s motor vehicle involved in accident after 
citizen informant stated it was parked on bridge and defendant was unresponsive with gun, where citizen informant reported 
to officer that vehicle was stopped on bridge and saw unresponsive defendant with a gun and extended magazine on his lap, 
information from citizen informant had all the earmarks of reliability in which it was an eyewitness account of a dangerous 
situation, volunteered and personally reported immediately after the conduct was observed, and the subsequent police 
investigation corroborated the information, and officers conducted a search of database which revealed defendant had a 
conviction for armed robbery. U.S. Const. Amend. 4. State v. Jackson, 289 So. 3d 45 (La. 2020). 


Police had probable cause to believe that narcotics or packaging materials used in the sale and possession of narcotics were 
present in vehicle in which defendant was a passenger, and thus warrantless search of vehicle was justified under automobile 
exception to warrant requirement; police officer had observed defendant conduct what he believed to be a hand-to-hand drug 
transaction, in a drug-prone area, and when two other officers approached vehicle, in which defendant was a passenger, based 
on other officer’s observations, they saw packaging material of the kind used to store narcotics, and observed that the driver 
engaged in furtive behavior. U.S. Const. Amend. 4. People v. Nichols, 175 A.D.3d 1117, 106 N.Y.S.3d 532 (4th Dep’t 2019). 
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